Herbage intake and some characteristics of diet selected by grazing Churra ewes were studied on two plots of a Lolium-Festuca-Trífolium pasture maintained at two different sward heights ( 
INTRODUCTION
Grazing behaviour of ruminants is complex. Forage intake and selectivity grazing are functions of numerous pasture and animal characteristics (Arnold, 1964; Cordova et al., 1978; Milne, 1991) . Intake has been correlated with forage availability, sward height and nutritional quality (Hodgson, 1968; Allison, 1985; Minson, 1937) . Such complexity has made prediction of forage intake and animal performance of grazing ruminants very difficult. However, a knowledge of the intake of nutrients obtained by the animal from pasture is essential to establish whether nutritional requirements can be met and to assess the likely animal performance and levels rcf output.
Sheep production based on grazing systems could be an alternative to agricultural production on irrigated areas in Spain, in which agricultural has led to surplus production. The study of factors influencing grazing intake by the most important sheep breeds should be carried out to obtain the basic information necessary for developing grazing systems in Spanish irrigated areas.
The Churra breed is the more important nucleus of milk-producing sheep in Spain. Nevertheless, at present, there are few data on intake of herbage by Churra sheep as affected by herbage availability. The aim of the current work was to study the effect of height of sward on herbage intake by grazing Churra ewes taking into account diet selection on an irrigated pasture. (A.O.4.C., 1980) . Samples were analysed for NDF, CEL and LIG according to Goering and Van Soest (1970) .
MATERIAL AND METHODS

Pasture and treatments
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Estimation of selection oJ diet
Selection exerted by the grazinganimals was estimated using selection ratios, calculated according to Hodgson (1979) Table 2 , Herbage OM intake was greater (P < 0.05) in autumn than in summer and tended (P<0.10) to be less in SHS than in HSH. The chemical composition (g/kg OM) of sheep diets (extrusa samples) is also displayed in Table 2 . Both SH and PE as well as main factors interaction -with the exception of CEL -had a significant (P<0.001) effect on selection ratios (Table 3) . r VALDÉS C. ET AL.
DISCUSSION
Although only crude protein content of herbage on offer was affected by the sward height, other differences on chemical composition between SSH and HSH were also found within periods. In summer, differences in chemical composition and IVD herbage suggest that the nutritive quality of herbage was worse in SSH than in HSH, whereas in autumn herbage was poorer in HSH than in SSH. In SSH differences between summer and autumn could reflect better nutritive quality of herbage in autumn and could point out expected differences between mature herbage (summer) and leafy regrowth (autumn). However, the differences observed within HSH did not seem to be related to this type of change. The maintenance of sward heights during a period of declining herbage growth led to a reduction of grazing pressure in autumn. In according with Gibb and Baker (1989) , relaxation of grazíng pressure allowed the accumulation of more dead material on taller swards than on the shorter ones. Then, in HSH, the differences between summer and autumn in chemical composition and digestibility could reflect this fact.
The nutritive value of the diet varied with season. IVD and CP content were markedly greater in autumn than in summer. In the same way, both cell wall NDF and its fractions contents were less in autumn than in summer. Differences between seasons in these parameters were not so clear in the herbage on offer as in the diets. Then, as it could be expected Newman et al.,1992) , the nutritive value of the diet does not exactly parallel the nutritive value of the herbage on offer, because size of the differences between herbage and diet composition changed with period. In our work, the nutritive quality of diet selected seemed to be better than that of herbage on offer, but a greater increase was noted in autumn than in summer. This could suggest that, in this study, selection intensity was not as great in summer as it was in autumn. Likewise, selection ratios were nearer to I in summer than in autumn (see Table 3 ). Similar effects of season on selection ratios for IVD, CP, NDF and LIG have been obtained by , who pointed to the degree of selectivity increasing during the grazing season.
Although SH had a significant effect in all the selectivity index, there were remarkable differences between summer and autumn. Whereas in autumn the selection ratios suggest a greater selection for a more nutritive diet in HSH than in SSH, the selection ratios obtained in the HSH in summer could point to a selection against NDF and CEL, a selection for CP and LIG, and no selection for IVD (see Table 3 ).
Generally, it has been observed that animals selected diets that are more digestible than the herbage as a whole (Fontenot and Blaser, 1965; Jung and Koong, 1985) , however, our results agree with those obtained by , who also observed selectivity index greater than 1 for lignin and no selection for IVD in some of their experimental periods.
As expected, herbage organic matter intake was greater in HSH than in SSH.
Several studies have shown that herbage intake by sheep grazing in temperate pastures is severely depressed when sward height falls under 4 cm (Allden and Whittaker, 1970; Penning, 1986; Orr et al., 1990) . One of the main arguments that could be used to explain reduced intake where there is a low sward height is that the amount that can be taken with each bite is low (Stobbs, 1973; Penning, 1986; Orr et al., 1990) . In a mechanistic explanation of reduced intake on short swards, the lower weight of each bite can partly be offset by the animal increasing the number of harvesting bites. However, there is an upper limit to the total number of bites that animals will take each day, and as a result, increasing the number of harvesting bites will not compensate for the reduced of each bite (Minson, 1987) . On the other hand, as it was pointed out, selection ratios (see Table 3 ) seem to reflect a some degree of herbage selection. Such selection would lead to reduce the size ofprehended bites and, as a consequence, herbage intake would be limited (Illius, 1986) . Than, the very low herbage intake in SSH in summer could be explained by a situation of that kind.
